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The impulse towards greater multilingualism in post-liberation South Africa has 
been steered ideologically by gestures towards contrasting attitudes to language 
within the polity: between language as a „problem‟, language as a „right‟ and 
language as a „resource‟. Careful commentators have stressed that these 
perspectives are not mutually exclusive, that all three (together with many others) 
are constantly in play in most language situations. Less careful commentators have 
made the unsupported assumption that the three attitudes in question represent 
stages in a progressive paradigm shift. Language as a „problem‟ is an ideological 
mistake we have or should have outgrown; language as a „right‟ is slightly better, 
but still too passive and conservative; whereas language as a „resource„ is the truly 
progressive stance that must sweep all before it (cf. differing attitudes exemplified 
in Language Planning Publications of the South African National Language 
Service, 1996, 1997). 
 Needless to say, as those charged with implementing South Africa‟s 
language policy are finding out, the notional acceptance of the value of 
multilingualism doesn‟t guarantee its implementation in practice. Nor can appeals 
to constitutional authority make much of an impact. The language practices of 
society develop, change and metamorphose in response to powerful and complex 
social and linguistic forces that are only partly amenable to policy interventions. It 
becomes increasingly important to be able to decide just where to make those 
interventions, where the effective points of influence really are. To do this, we 
need to acknowledge that all three language attitudes, language as a „problem‟, 
language as a „right‟ and language as a „resource‟ actively coexist in most 
societies, and are rooted, with differing degrees of cogency, in actually existing 
circumstances.  
 
Language as an economic ‘good’ 
 
In particular, we need to develop a much more refined and specific understanding 
of what is meant when people refer to language is a „resource‟. If something can 
accurately be described as a resource, then by its very nature it carries with it or 
attracts, at least in potential, the social motivation associated with the utilization, 
development or exploitation of that resource. This is strikingly true where 
language is the resource in question, because language is so intimately bound up 
with human activity. Where it exists, such social motivation can be augmented and 
supported so as to realize the ends of language policy. Contrastingly, where it is 
   
seen that social motivation informing a particular language situation is at odds with 
the intent of language policy, then either implementation must retreat and move to 
other arenas, other points of influence, where intervention can be more effective, 
or those charged with implementation must resign themselves to costly and messy 
efforts to force unwanted change through legal authority. The history of such 
interventions has few success stories.
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 It follows that a clear understanding of what is meant by language as a 
„resource‟ is fundamental to the effective implementation of South African 
language policy, for from this understanding flow practical decisions as to where 
best to expend limited human and financial resources in the service of 
multilingualism. 
 „Resource‟ is fundamentally an economic concept, indeed the core 
paradigm of economics focuses on the question of resource allocation (Grin 
1996:1). Yet it is noticeable how little the South African discussion has been 
informed by reference to ordinary economic viewpoints (exceptions are principally 
the exploratory papers published by the National Language Service, op cit.). The 
assumption seems to be that language and culture somehow belong to a different 
order of things – that while there may be direct and indirect economic benefits 
from language viewed as an industry, language itself is fundamentally a matter of 
social identity, political redress and cultural reconstruction, issues to be pursued 
without reference to what might be called the economic life of language.  
 
Language is an economic entity – what the economists call an economic „good‟ – 
as much as any other social phenomenon. We do not have the option of ignoring 
its economic dimensions. These impinge on our every effort at linguistic 
reconstruction. Instead, we have to explore the ways in which language behaves as 
an economic entity. Only once this „economic map of linguistic possibility‟ is 
securely in place – and this is far from the case at present - can we begin to decide 
where best to apply the limited human and economic resources at our disposal to 
make the deepest and most appropriate long-term impact on linguistic 
reconstruction. 
  
Social motivation and language policy 
 
The key to fruitful implementation of any language policy is the intelligent 
harnessing of existing or untapped social motivation in its service.  
 This is because language and culture tend to follow the axis of power. No 
language planner has the luxury of starting from a linguistic tabula rasa. The pre-
existing socio-linguistic forces at work in society are real and powerful. A strongly 
interventionist language policy, as South Africa‟s is in intent, must choose its 
battle-fields wisely, or become a paper phantasy of merely ideological import. 
 An inherited social formation already possesses its own impetus. There 
   
will naturally be untold eddies and counter-currents within the main flow of 
cultural and linguistic energy in a given society, but the hegemonic aspirations of 
the modern nation-state operating in an increasingly globalised environment 
impose an enormous top-down influence. As far back as 1963, Clifford Geertz 
made the important point that nationalism is more generally a step in the direction 
of internationalism – what today we would call globalisation – than towards local 
norms and practices (quoted in Haugen 1971: 63). English is the main language of 
power and influence in the globalised arena. This has huge implications for the 
viability of South African multilingualism. 
 Let us look at a symptomatic example. We are all familiar with the 
alarming decline in registrations at African language departments in South African 
universities. The most astonishing figures are those published in relation to UNISA 
(South Africa‟s major distance-learning university) and reported in the Sunday 
Times: 
 
According to UNISA, the only institution that offers tuition in all African 
languages, the number of undergraduate students registered for these courses 
has dropped from 25 000 in 1997 to 3000 this year [the year 2000]. The number 
of postgraduate students has also decreased, from 511 to 53 in the same period. 
Other institutions confirmed an annual decline of 50%. (Sunday Times, 4 March 
2000) 
 
Why is this happening?  Why is there this swing away from African languages just 
at the moment when we have a government in power which has, on paper at least, 
set itself the task of achieving language equity? The crux of the matter is 
economic. The job market has opened up for the previously disenfranchised. 
Teaching or the Church were prime career choices under apartheid while job 
reservation held sway. This is no longer the case. Bloom and Grenier (1996) 
express the principle as follows: 
 
As a basic proposition of economic analysis is that individuals respond to 
incentives, economists often focus on the idea that individuals seek to acquire 
those language skills whose expected financial benefits exceed their expected 
costs. The anticipation of various non-pecuniary benefits, for example, 
widening intellectual horizons or gaining social acceptance, though difficult to 
measure, will also play a role in these decisions. (46-47) 
 
Of course, it is not the case that expected economic benefits from specializing in 
an African language at university no longer exceed anticipated costs, but rather 
that the intellectual, social and cultural horizons opened by means of this study are 
not perceived as having either the economic relevance or the social power of those 
accessible through the study of English. Both English and African languages enjoy 
social and economic utility in different contexts, but for those starting out the 
overall economic value of English far outweighs that of the African languages. 
   
The ambitious young South African is attracted to the globalised world of 
economic possibility both carried and symbolized by English. 
 This one example suggests that South Africa‟s attempt to achieve 
linguistic equity for eleven official languages, nine of them previously 
marginalized and requiring informed technical elaboration, while at the same time 
supporting the other cultural and heritage languages, including sign language, and 
helping to maintain the dialects, is challenging, to say the least. How important, 
then, to look closely at this notion of language as a resource, to identify just where 
the springs of untapped social motivation might lie. 
 
The nature of economic value 
 
The South African debate over language planning has been impoverished by lack 
of attention to some ordinary economic concepts. 
 From a classical economic standpoint, nothing has intrinsic value, 
because value is always relational. This is a basic and hugely important lesson we 
learn with some reluctance (especially those of us who work in the economically 
marginalised fields of scholarship and culture!). Value is always „value for whom‟ 
or „value for what‟.  
 Secondly, value is created in part by scarcity. Fresh air is valuable only 
when its supply is limited or threatened in some way. Pollution turns clean air into 
a valuable resource. Until that threat is apparent or articulated, the value of clean 
air is masked by its ubiquity.  
 Thirdly, value and utility are not the same thing. No one doubts the utility 
of air – without it we die. But air has value in addition to utility, it would seem, 
only when its availability or quality is limited or modified in some way. Value 
presupposes utility, but utility can subsist without the according of value.  
 These simple, even simplistic, formulations are rooted in classical 
economics, the economics of Adam Smith, Ricardo, Bentham and Mill and go 
back to Aristotle. Aristotle in fact put the matter very clearly in his distinction 
between so-called „use-value‟ and „exchange value‟: 
 
Of everything which we possess there are two uses both belonging to the thing 
as such, but not in the same manner; for one is the proper and the other the 
improper or secondary use of it. For example, the shoe is used for wear, and it is 
used for exchange; both are uses of the shoe. (Aristotle: Politics, S.9) 
 
The shoe has no intrinsic value. Walk in it and it acquires „value in use‟, or utility. 
Sell it or barter it, and it acquires „value in exchange‟, or economic value. A 
linguistic philosopher would probably point out that Aristotle is not talking about 
two divergent spheres of value, he is merely indicating that the word „value‟ has 
two different meanings. 
 
   
Language and value 
 
Language works in rather a similar fashion. The language of the home, our 
appropriately named „mother tongue‟, which we acquire through natural processes 
of inter-generational transmission, is like the air we breathe; so much a part of us, 
so taken for granted, so ubiquitous, that its value is hardly apparent. It becomes 
valuable and valued only when its distinctiveness is heightened or articulated for 
us, and this is generally done from a vantage point on the margins of our linguistic 
community or when we voyage beyond that community. Then difference and 
tension come into play, creating for us more conscious assessments of the value 
and distinctiveness of our linguistic/cultural environment, a placing of that 
environment in relation to that which lies beyond it. 
 Within a homogenous linguistic environment such as a monolingual 
home, for example, language tends to have great utility but little value. It is so 
ubiquitous that to estimate its value would be like a fish trying to express the value 
of water. In this situation language has absolute value, it has no value: either could 
be true, and we find it difficult to articulate the difference. Perhaps individual 
speakers within such a community, say a grandparent or an aunt, can begin to 
create value in addition to utility by using distinctive turns of phrase, by particular 
excellence of expression. This is the achievement by means of which poets and 
literary artists create economic or cultural value from language. (In this example, 
one notes how internal variation establishes a differential relation by means of 
which value comes into being and can be expressed.) Or we could imagine a 
speech impediment being introduced into the household. The costly therapeutic 
strategies needed to restore normal communication to the household system (i.e. to 
reduce its scarcity in relation to a particular individual) would tend to highlight 
both the utility of language and its economic value. Or we could introduce a 
second language into this home, so that our hypothetical child speaks Zulu only to 
her mother and Afrikaans only to her father – the so-called „Grammont Formula‟ 
(cf. Döpke 1992). Both languages are theoretically useful („intrinsically valuable‟), 
but Zulu has value only in relation to the mother and Afrikaans only to the father. 
 In other words, relative (or relational) linguistic value (and from a 
classical economic standpoint there is no other) comes into being where our 
linguistic environment is subjected to or limited by linguistic competition in some 
way. Then the ubiquitous utility of language becomes defined in terms of value, 
the relative value of particular languages. Only in these limit situations is the value 
of a particular language tested and its usage defined. 
 
Influence of the formal economy 
 
Let us now examine how far these basic economic concepts can get us in 
explicating the challenge facing those charged with developing our African 
   
languages. The central fact of South African linguistic ecology is the magnetic pull 
of the formal economy. It would be no exaggeration to say that from an economic 
standpoint the value of particular languages, countrywide, relates to their utility 
within the formal economy.  
 No matter that that formal economy is worryingly small in relation to the 
country‟s population, linguistic choices in even the most remote rural areas, and 
among those whose contact with modernity may turn out to be tangential in the 
long run, are still made in relation to it. There are no South Africans whose 
outlook is unconstrained by some notion of modernity, exemplified concretely by 
the country‟s central economy, and abstractly by media images (cf. Miller 1995:1). 
Local linguistic choices may reflect long-term career aspirations as well as more 
immediate issues like bilingualism in the home or languages of learning in the 
school. In most cases, the impact of modernity will be felt in at least a modest 
attempt at educated bilingualism, with an African language or Afrikaans being 
chosen for social and cultural reasons, while English is selected to satisfy career 
ambitions fuelled by economic aspiration (cf. for example, de Klerk and Bosch 
1993). As the provisions of Curriculum 2005 begin to bite, so we may expect to 
see educated tri-lingualism becoming more pervasive. Very few will choose not to 
learn English, or indeed have the opportunity to avoid doing so.
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 This is by no means an unusual linguistic situation. To name only one 
geographical example, many of the classical languages of Europe, like Greek, 
Latin and Arabic, swept round the Mediterranean in succeeding waves, swamping 
other language communities and diminishing the status and economic usefulness 
of their languages. This influence, irresistible at the time, has subsequently 
receded. What the linguistic ecologist in South Africa would like to ensure is that 
the power of English doesn‟t overwhelm or stunt the potential of other South 
African languages. The question is whether there exists the popular will to 
accomplish this in any substantial way. 
 There is no doubt that the top-down influence of English has tended to 
diminish the economic value of other languages at other levels (cf. De Klerk and 
Bosch 1993). This creates a degree of uncertainty about their future. Policy 
provisions relating to linguistic equity and redress at the moment stand in marked 
contrast to emerging practice. While African languages remain effectively 
excluded from the operational routines of the central economy (cf. Wright 2002), 
what level of technical development of an African language is necessary and 
appropriate? What would be the point of studying science past Grade 10, say, in a 
regionally-based language with a smallish number of speakers? The school 
education system is the key „point of influence‟ here. 
 
   
Possible impact of schooling on South Africa’s linguistic ecology 
 
The insistence on equitable modern schooling for all – a key demand of the 
liberation struggle – underlies the intention of the state to move towards a more 
coherent modern polity, and the emphasis on additive multilingualism in the new 
school curriculum is perhaps the best guarantee of creating the linguistic flexibility 
essential to achieving this end. But at the same time, the entrenched dominance of 
English at the heights of the formal economy raises certain questions about the 
character and depth of the educated multilingualism to be aimed for.  
To a certain extent one can garner support for promoting African languages at 
school level through accepting and popularising the belief that foundational skills 
and concepts are most readily assimilated in the home language. In South Africa 
such arguments have to counter an unfortunate legacy. From about 1935 in black 
schools a minimum of four years schooling (i.e. from Sub A to Std.2) took place in 
the mother tongue, with English as medium of instruction in subsequent years. The 
infamous Bantu Education Act of 1953 extended the use of the African language 
for a further four years, after which English and Afrikaans took over as dual 
media-of-instruction, supposedly on an equal basis. Radical dissatisfaction with 
this language-in-education policy, particularly the extension of education in an 
African language beyond the fourth year and the imposition of Afrikaans, 
eventually sparked the Soweto uprising of 1976, a political revolt which many take 
as heralding the incipient collapse of apartheid (Wright, 1992; Ridge 1996). The 
apartheid emphasis on African languages was widely interpreted as a strategy for 
keeping the oppressed majority from access to power. The memory of this is all 
too real in the minds of the parents and grandparents of those now in the school 
system, and it tends to muddy the waters whenever the issue of African languages 
comes to the fore.  
 But let us assume this particular prejudice can be dissipated over time. It 
remains true that the case for African languages cannot be made merely on the 
basis of pedagogical appropriateness (witness the numbers of African parents 
backing straight-for-English strategies from Grade 1). In particular, such a 
technicist argument (the „skills-transfer‟ model) cannot justify concentration on 
African languages beyond the educational stage where its validity expires. Just 
where that point might lie, in the South African context, is difficult to estimate, 
because our educational system is presently so uneven that there is no stable 
reference point from which a determination applicable across the system might be 
made.  Some research findings indicate that, even in a well-resourced North 
American context, it takes between 5 and 7 years of instruction for an additional 
language to become a secure language of learning for pupils (Cummins 1981, 
2000). 
 Whatever the appropriate time-frame for our context may be, at some 
point in the educational progression the pedagogical argument exhausts itself. 
   
What then? The assumption has to be that African languages are worth developing 
for their own sake. Further study in African languages will rest on the authority of 
the education system, operationalising an Africanist vision of pluralism and 
diversity as mandated by the Constitution. This vision may be enhanced and 
supported by the expectation of superior results (in the narrow sense of 
examination results) in cases where educational performance in the African 
language outstrips that in English.  
 
Contingent problems versus pedagogical principles 
 
It is vital to note that in principle the relative effectiveness of English or an African 
language as a language of learning (or even as a subject) is not a matter of intrinsic 
superiority or inferiority in either case. It is a matter of the availability of good-
quality educational resources, both human and technical – plus the appropriate 
social and intellectual motivation. A properly functioning education system should 
be able to take learners from any language background and produce well-educated 
„graduates‟ who are proficient in the languages they have chosen to study, 
employing the language/s of learning of their preference. This must be the baseline 
assumption for educational reconstruction. 
 As things stand, however, where large areas of the school system are 
under-performing, parents and learners will continue to face tough choices. For 
example, is it appropriate to encourage a child from an African-language 
background to attempt English as the main language of learning from Grade 1, in a 
case where little English is spoken in the home or community environment, few 
books are available, and perhaps the teacher is less than proficient in the language 
herself? What would be the point of attempting Higher Grade science subjects in 
an African language when there are poor textbooks, the science teachers in 
question are accustomed to teaching in English, the tertiary institutions teach 
science in English, and the job-market operates in English? And so on. 
 All too often, typical responses to these and similar predicaments are 
elevated into judgments about the endemic character of education and the role of 
language in education. We hear absolute statements about African-language 
education being superior because it builds on the language learners bring to the 
classroom. This is probably true in the acquisition of initial literacy. But it can also 
disguise situations where learners in African languages are failing to move steadily 
towards greater linguistic and cognitive sophistication, remaining in the safety 
zone of general communication. They may be failing to learn because their teacher 
doesn‟t have a sound approach to language education, or because appropriate text-
books are not available. Fluency in the language is no guarantee of being an 
effective teacher, and African language pedagogy is at present often behind the 
times and stultifying.
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 Among the root causes of these dilemmas is the fact that because so many 
English teachers are necessarily additional language speakers, the English 
environment for African learners will often be rich textually – where suitable 
books are available – but poor aurally; whereas the African language environment 
for such learners is usually rich aurally and impoverished textually. Significantly, it 
is reading, the prolonged and vigorous engagement with texts, that most readily 
promotes cognitive development (cf. Ridge 1999). Combined with practice in 
writing, reading is the foundation of academic education. The development not 
only of high-quality textbooks but of excellent general reading material in 
abundance for African languages is critical if these languages are to provide 
cognitive and affective educational scaffolding comparable to that which is so 
richly available in English. 
 Similarly, the contingent difficulties of providing good-quality English 
education even in deep rural contexts, real though they are, should not be elevated 
into the absolute claim that African learners perform better in their own 
languages.
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 In addition to appropriate reading material and exposure to spoken 
English of a reasonable standard, what is required are excellent and regular teacher 
upgrade programmes to improve the English competence and pedagogical efficacy 
of our second language English teachers. We should not mistake contingent 
problems for pedagogical principles. Instead, we have to renovate the education 
system so that it works.  
 
The marginal utility of languages in the school system 
 
Let us take a big breath, then, and assume that these contingent problems have 
been successfully ironed out (placing the entire educational system under the rule 
of a huge ceteris paribus clause). It remains the case that the dominance of English 
in the central economy imposes an important top-down influence on the social 
motivation informing the acceptance of African languages in the school. The force 
of this influence increases the higher up the school one proceeds.  
 The question then arises, if an African home language does not yield 
access to the heights of the economy, at what point will the economically 
ambitious decide to drop or de-emphasise it in their curriculum choices? Where 
will the social motivation be found to continue with additive multilingualism in 
important learning areas to the higher reaches of secondary education, if the 
language of tertiary learning remains principally English? What economic reward 
awaits the school matriculant or university graduate, the bulk of whose learning 
has been accomplished in African languages? 
 Cultural incentives and economic motivation will begin to compete more 
intensely. Theoretically what happens is that at a certain point the marginal utility 
of English is perceived by the learner (and his or her family) to be greater than that 
of the mother tongue. Marginal utility is the additional satisfaction enjoyed by a 
   
consumer from consuming one more unit of a good or service. For instance, when 
one is really thirsty the satisfaction afforded by drinking a glass of water is great. 
This satisfaction would be less for the second glass (because the first had already 
been consumed), even less for the third, and so on, until one could imagine the 
prospect of drinking yet another glass as being actually distasteful (at which point 
the consumption of water moves into negative marginal utility). 
 In an analogous fashion, the comparative marginal utility of learning 
African languages and English exists in competitive tension within the school 
system. For each of the languages, the effort to achieve the next level of 
proficiency will be fuelled by the anticipated marginal satisfaction to be enjoyed 
by attaining that level. For each learner, this satisfaction will comprise a slightly 
different amalgam of intellectual, social, cultural and personal factors. 
 Assuming that additive bilingualism is successfully implemented in 
schools, we can suppose that perhaps English and African languages might enjoy 
roughly equivalent marginal utility until reasonably far up the school system 
(exactly where is at present a moot point). The equivalence of the two will be 
maintained temporarily by the integrity and coherence of the education system. 
The basis of this equivalence however is likely to be very different. Enthusiasm for 
African languages will be sustained by an acceptance of broader cultural and 
ideological values than mere economic success. Demand for English will be 
conditioned by recognition of its role as the language of access, by the glamour of 
modernity, and by an element of raw economic necessity.  
 At some point, however, the influence of the world beyond the school 
will intrude decisively in the form of the social, cultural, political and economic 
power of English. (Sometimes this happens even before the child finds his or her 
feet, as when African parents clamor for English education at pre-school level!) 
Usually it is later, and a non-exclusive pressure: parents want both African-
language and English education. For the ambitious, the pressure for social and 
economic success is likely to supply a level of motivation for the acquisition of 
English unrivalled by anything an African language can hold out. The marginal 
utility of learning English (reflected in subjective assessments of job prospects, 
future earning power, Higher Education possibilities) begins to outstrip that of an 
African language. The artificial consensus of the school value system is left 
behind, and with it the potential of African languages to perform higher-order 
functions in South African society. 
 
The post-colonial linguistic ecology 
 
This is the exact moment at which the typical post-colonial African linguistic 
ecology comes into being, where African languages relapse into carrying the 
small-scale cultural and social heritage of the majority, while the former colonial 
languages (English and, to a lesser extent, Afrikaans) are adopted as the languages 
   
of access to the global economy by those who aspire to join the power-elite. The 
marginal utility proffered by English continues to rise: that associated with African 
languages goes into decline.  
South Africa appears to be on the way to reproducing the classical post-
colonial African linguistic ecology and, as things stand, we have no choice but to 
be reasonably relaxed and patient about this state of affairs. I say this because, 
before any other outcome can be anticipated, there is much preliminary work to be 
done.  Looking only at increasing the prospects for effective multilingualism in the 
education system, such work would include serious and wide-spread teacher 
upgrade efforts, development of high-quality textbooks for the previously 
marginalized languages (PMLs), whole-school management training, and general 
educational renovation, all requiring concentrated intellectual effort and hard 
work. It will be some years before additive multilingualism gains ground in the 
schools. At present, additive multilingualism is merely a theoretical policy 
prescription. The methodology, the training and appropriate African language text-
books are hardly on the drawing-boards.
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 And while this development and controversy works its way through the 
education system, English will undoubtedly become more firmly entrenched. It 
will do so because the value of English is determined by the wealth and power of 
the large-scale central economy in its relation to the globalised world economy, 
while the value of African languages remains in general tied to the utility of small-
scale social communication and the value of local cultural heritage. English 
proficiency is also a scarce commodity among the mass of African language 
speakers (though it should not be), and gains additional value from the perspective 
of the central economy because without it black empowerment initiatives cannot 
work. 
 
The long-term implications 
 
If we are reproducing the classical African linguistic ecology, perhaps by default 
rather than by intention, it may be worth asking what the long-term implications 
might be.  
 What is really at stake here? Is it merely the symbolic right of the PMLs 
to challenge the dominance of English in the central economy? Is it the wish to re-
shape African thought-ways so that they conform to the presuppositions of 
universal modernity? Is it the desire to give rural elites more of a say in the central 
economy without transforming their views of the world? Is it an untested 
assumption about the best means of „taking over‟ the reins of the central economy? 
Is it mainly an attempt to bolster African cultural pride? Or does it reflect the long-
term possibility of creating a very different type of polity, one conducted entirely 
in African languages and pursuing a radical Africanist vision?  
   
 Some or all of these viewpoints may be in play at different times and in 
different heads. They have their ideological attractions, but I want to argue that, as 
a class, they suffer from a lack of realism. 
 The long-term question to ask is whether we actually want to challenge 
the dominance of English in the central economy.  
English is already a national resource with international economic value for all 
South Africans to draw upon. The language puts South Africans at a competitive 
advantage in contrast to people from other countries that don‟t have the possibility 
of learning and using English as readily. If we are serious about our intentions of 
competing globally, then it makes complete sense to maintain English in this role. 
This is not to deny the specialized support other South African and regional 
languages will offer economically, nor does it downplay the future cultural and 
social importance of all our languages, including the minority and heritage 
languages. There seem to be two possible approaches: EITHER we preserve the 
polite fiction that all eleven African languages can readily be developed to serve as 
operational languages in the central economy, and that the delay in this happening 
is really just part of the developmental process. This leaves English as the de facto 
language of national communication. OR we decide to interpret the National 
Language Policy and Plan in terms of an accepted form of linguistic 
complementarity, where the burden of modernity is carried by English and 
Afrikaans, at least for operational purposes in the central economy, and the African 
languages – as a minimum – perform their social and heritage functions of uniting 
the society, maintaining ethnic identity, and carrying cultural and historical 
traditions. 
Linguistic complementarity – a form of di-glossic (or tri-glossic) mutualism – 
would, I believe, be an acceptable if not ideal interpretation of our National 
Language Policy and Plan, provided this were articulated as a practical recourse 
and not a cultural principle. Its advantages are that it is potentially attainable, 
financially affordable, can make a reasonably healthy contribution to nation-
building, and largely coincides with emerging national practice. This latter point is 
critical. One of the keys to successful policy development is not to institute policy 
provisions that run counter to the ordinary evolution of society unless this is 
absolutely unavoidable. South Africa has too much experience of such misguided 
social engineering to look with much tolerance on unnecessary and impractical 
linguistic idealism. 
 Di- (or tri-) glossia should eventually be the natural outcome of additive 
multilingualism in the schools, provided, of course, that an appropriate pedagogy 
has been successfully developed and implemented to achieve this end. This should 
satisfy the demand for linguistic justice. Language „mutualism‟ allows languages 
to assume different roles within a linguistic ecology, supporting each other as 
complements, but maintaining reasonably differentiated domains of use (cf. 
Laponce: 25). The outcome will not be ideal in relation to principles of language 
   
equity, but the cultural cost may well turn out to be supportable in terms of 
practicality, affordability and acceptability. Fishman observes: 
 
The price that society may have to pay for diglossia arrangements (a price such 
as well-defined territoriality principles or intimacy/local vs. formality/supra-
local distinction conventions) may be worth every penny, relative to the price of 
„simplified‟ solutions that would destroy such arrangements but bring with them 
a host of attendant problems tantamount to cultural disruption as well. (Fishman 
et al. 1985: 52) 
 
The alternative is a costly and futile struggle to achieve by authority what cannot 
evolve by processes of natural language planning – namely the simultaneous 
modernisation of eleven African languages and their acceptance for operational 
purposes in the central economy. Foisting complex multilingual requirements into 
the operational world of the central economy would introduce a fair amount of the 
cultural disruption anticipated by Fishman, and to no good end. It would 
inadvertently inculcate the lesson that multilingualism is a problem, and a 
redundant one at that.  
 If rapid modernisation is one of our national aims, in order to grow the 
economy, provide jobs and better social services, then we have to attempt to 
achieve global competitiveness. With our increasingly open economy South 
African business has no choice in this. Under such circumstances, few will look 
kindly on language requirements that adversely affect the „bottom line‟, and the 
powers that be in the central economy may perhaps be forgiven for viewing with 
some scepticism unqualified claims for multilingualism as a „resource‟. 
 
The economic value of South African multilingualism 
 
Multilingualism as such is a fact in South Africa. It doesn‟t have to be created or 
championed or defended, but it does have to be nurtured.  
 While there is no room for complacency, what might be termed general 
multilingualism is not at present endangered. None of the nine previously 
marginalised official languages is threatened with extinction (MarkData Report, 
2000). Compared with the thousands of languages world-wide which are under 
threat, their position is relatively secure (cf. „A World Empire by Other Means‟, 
2001). The fundamental processes of inter-generational transmission continue to 
function at least in the rural heartlands. This remains true even though the forces 
promoting language shift – specifically toward English, but also in the perennial 
competition between languages and dialects – operate throughout South Africa just 
as they do in many other globalising societies.  
 The situation may be less certain in the linguistic cauldrons of the urban 
townships but, significantly, parents from a PML background in the urban areas 
also indicate a strong desire for their children to learn both in their home language 
   
and in English.
7
 This goes without saying in the rural areas. In such areas socio-
economic „development‟, that much contested and abused word, has no choice but 
to proceed in the language available to participants, usually an African language, 
simply because the education system has failed them, probably in all languages. 
 The power of English does not mean that the central economy can or will 
ignore the facts of multilingualism – or that multilingualism has no economic 
value for the central economy. The African languages are regionally based, and 
any business has to maintain linguistic competence regionally and locally in order 
to perform efficiently for its market. Equally, any local business that grows 
sufficiently to engage with the central economy has to develop competence in 
English to interact with suppliers, competitors and customers already established 
in that economy, and to draw on a work-force that is linguistically diverse. In such 
cases, the economic value of multilingualism is created because:  
 
 a threshold situation is involved – there is an unavoidable need, on one side 
or the other, to go beyond the limits of the „natural‟ linguistic community;  
 a necessary non-linguistic relation is involved (in other words, the 
multilingual demand can be side-stepped only if that relation is dropped), and  
 scarcity is involved – a scarce linguistic resource (either translation services 
or language-learning) must be secured before the two sides of the relation or 
transaction can have their needs efficiently met.  
 
Note that multilingualism becomes a resource only when it benefits both parties in 
the linguistic/economic transaction. 
 
There seems little doubt, then, that at the complex interface between the central 
economy and the rest of the country, not to mention the countless transactions at 
lower economic levels, multilingualism will increasingly thrive. Here the support 
of the National Language Policy and Plan will prove efficacious, encouraging 
government, businesses and other service providers to think through their language 
policies with an eye to maximising their linguistic competence in relation to clients 
and customers (cf. PanSALB 2001). This process should work, at least to an 
extent, principally because it is in line with economic rationality. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Economic perspectives on social and cultural phenomena tend to be either 
depressing, or bracing, depending on one‟s temperament. Not to be mistaken, the 
argument of this paper has been directed towards explaining, rather than 
endorsing, the current predicament of South African language policy. The 
intervention has become necessary because advocates of radical multilingualism - 
defined as those who really believe that the 11 official languages should or could 
   
be made to operate at all levels and for all functions - singularly fail to take such 
economic arguments into account. Yet this kind of analysis, which could be 
elaborated with much more theoretical sophistication, comes close to the heart of 
what is driving the shifting linguistic ecology of South Africa. 
There is much to be said, and much that I would want to say, on the other side 
– but the counter arguments are generally of a different order and respond to a 
different fundamental question, namely, what kind of South Africa do we want to 
have? They concern not how we as a nation are in fact behaving, but how we 
ought to or might behave in different circumstances. This is an entirely different 
perspective, one I intend to develop for a different occasion. Suffice to say here 
that the outlook for African languages within the emerging South African 
linguistic ecology is challenging but hopeful for those whose sense of value goes 
deeper than mere short-term economic utility. Starting from the fact of South 
African multilingualism, we have the opportunity to deepen an intriguing multi-
stranded contemporary culture. If the modern economy under-values African 
languages, it is certainly true that the kind of value posited by classical economics 
is not the only kind of value. The alternative view of value was memorably 
articulated by that brilliant if idiosyncratic old Victorian, John Ruskin, who wrote 
in his economic treatise Unto This Last (1860) the words: „Many joys may be 
given to men which cannot be bought for gold, and many fidelities found in them 
which cannot be rewarded with it‟ (54). From this alternative viewpoint, there is 
such a thing as intrinsic value. We can and do „make‟ value. Utility can mean 
something very different from economic utility. What people in fact value, 
however remote from ordinary economic viewpoints, becomes valuable.  
 It is in the struggle to find who we as a people really are, and to value 
who we really are, that the long-term consequences of South Africa‟s language 
policy find their testing ground and ultimate justification. The CEO of PanSALB, 
Cynthia Marivate, has a stock answer when people enquire about the need for 
eleven official languages. She responds: „It is the same as to ask ourselves: Do we 
really need ourselves?‟ 
 
Rhodes University 
 
Notes 
 
1. A version of this paper was delivered as a Keynote address at the 14th English Academy 
Conference, „Mother tongue, Other tongue: Law, Learning and Literature‟, at the University 
of Pretoria, 4-6 April, 2002.  
2. South Africans do not have to look very far for examples: the prescriptive linguistic 
interventions of Lord Milner on behalf of English were among the reasons for the political 
paranoia pushing Afrikaner Nationalism towards the lunacy of apartheid; the unwanted 
imposition of Afrikaans as a medium of instruction in African schools catalysed the Soweto 
children‟s rebellion of 1976 and sounded apartheid‟s death-knell. 
   
3. See, for example, Probyn M, Murray S, Botha L, Botya  P, Brooks M and Westphal V. 
(2002), which studies recent school language policy choices and processes in a range of 
Eastern Cape schools. 
4. Rather than focus on African languages as living cultural media, the academic study of 
African languages in South African universities has in general followed the international 
pattern of change in the field of general Linguistics: briefly, grammatical studies on the 
lines established by C.M. Doke in the 30s, 40s and 50s were followed (belatedly) in the 60s 
by structuralism, pioneered in South Africa by E.B. van Wyk. The 70s saw work shaped by 
the transformational-generative approach (L.W. Lanham, A.Wilkes, D.P. Lombard, H.W. 
Pahl et al.). The African linguists who now work in the field have generally stayed with this 
model of academic linguistic enquiry, seeking ever more accurate descriptive and analytical 
knowledge. As a consequence, this view of African languages as mere academic phenomena 
still pervades many school classrooms. Unfortunately, insufficient attention has been paid to 
African language pedagogy, with the result that even literature classes tend to become mired 
in a focus on language rather than meaning. A major bright spot in this depressing scenario 
are the linguistically informed „Breakthrough-to-Literacy‟ programmes of the Molteno 
Project, which offer initial literacy in 19 African languages (cf. Kingwill), and consistently 
work with language as a living entity. 
5. This is one of many problems in Neville Alexander‟s paper „English Unassailable but 
Unattainable.‟ The contingent difficulties currently facing English language instruction in a 
country where English is a first language for a minority, are fully acknowledged (the „is‟). 
However, the infinitely more stringent challenges of developing 9 African languages and 
their learning resources to carry the import of modern social organization, as well as fully-
operational science and technology, are said to be based on „a calm and completely feasible 
view of where we can go‟ and „an unproblematical view of where we should go‟ (18) (i.e. 
the long-term „ought‟). This is naϊve. There is no guarantee that an education system which 
cannot reliably deliver English literacy (the „unattainable‟) must be able to deliver reliable 
cognitive progress in languages where the concepts are artificially established, in which 
little reading takes place, and where modernity has made only superficial impacts. If 
English is „unattainable‟ (now), why pass over the daunting challenges of African language 
education (now)? There is a confusion of short-term and long-term thinking here which is 
unhelpful. 
6. A point forcefully made by Young (2001). 
7. Only 25% of high-income earners (> R16 600 pm) chose English as the preferred 
medium of instruction in the MarkData sociolinguistic survey commissioned by the Pan 
South African Language Board (PanSALB) (2000). This fell to 5% for low income earners 
(<R250 pm). 
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